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Navigating a complex organisational landscape: leadership challenges and practices  
This paper discusses exploratory research to identify the reported leadership challenges faced 
by leaders in the public sector in Australia and what specific leadership practices they engage 
in to deal with these challenges. Emerging is a sense that leadership in these complex work 
environments is not about controlling or mandating action but about engaging in 
conversation, building relationships and empowering staff to engage in innovative ways to 
solve complex problems. In addition leaders provide a strong sense of purpose and identity to 
guide behaviour and decisions to overcome being overwhelmed by the sheer volume of 
demands in a unpredictable and often unsupportive environment. Questions are raised as to 
the core competencies leaders need to develop to drive and underpin these leadership 
practices and the implications this has for the focus on future leadership development 
programmes. The possible direction of a future research programme will be put forward for 
further discussion.  
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Navigating a complex organisational landscape: leadership challenges and practices  
The organisational landscape has changed significantly due to globalisation, increased 
demands from stakeholders, changing societal expectations, technology developments and 
the challenges brought on by global events such as the recent financial crisis. The reality is 
that many leaders in both the public and private sector work within complex environments 
that are characterised by ongoing and emergent change, conflicting perspectives and a high 
degree of uncertainty and interdependence. This raises questions as to the knowledge and 
skills leaders now require and the type of practices and activities they need to engage in to 
deal with the challenges that arise from this more complex and challenging work 
environment.  
Feedback provided by leaders from the public sector during a recent symposium highlighted 
that there is a limited understanding in the public sector as to the (1) the nature of the 
complexity of the work environment and the resulting challenges currently faced by leaders; 
(2) the factors that facilitate and inhibit these leaders to deal with this complexity and (3) the 
leadership competencies they need to deal with these challenges within their complex work 
environments. 
Leaders in the public sector are challenged with ongoing changes brought about by the 
shifting domains of responsibility and expectation in their interface with a range of 
stakeholders, co ordination across multiple departments and agencies and increasing 
pressures for greater efficiency and customer responsiveness. This is hampered by poor 
governance processes and data on performance, inadequate resources and time pressures to 
attend to short term deliverables at the expense of long term strategic initiatives (Head 2010; 
Pedersen and Hartley 2008; Turner 2007/2008; James 2005; White and Shullman 2010). 
Many of the complex problems that arise from these challenges are inherently difficult to 
define, contain interdependencies and multi-causality and are socially complex by virtue of 
the multiple stake holders involved.  The problems can also be unstable and keep evolving 
(Head, 2010). The emerging perspective of organisations is one of a complex system “whose 
component parts interact with sufficient intricacy that they cannot be predicted by standard 
linear equations; so many variables are at work in the system that its over-all behavior can 
only be understood as an emergent consequence of the holistic sum of the myriad behaviors 
embedded within” (Levy 1992, 7-8). 
While there are existing theoretical models being put forward to explain and propose how 
leaders can deal with such complexity (see Lichtenstein and Ashmos Plowman 2009; Uhl-
Bien, Marion and McKelvey 2007; Snowden and Boone 2007; Marion and Uhl-Bien, 2001) 
more research is needed into the leaders’ actual experience of complexity in their work 
environments and the day to day real challenges they face. In order to assist these leaders to 
be more effective we need to establish what organisational factors assist or create obstacles 
for leaders to deal with these challenges.  Research by Sjoberg, Wallenius and Larson (2006) 
on leadership in complex, stressful rescue situations identified that fire chief commanders 
were disadvantaged by their limited experience of managing complex events. Other inhibiting 
factors at an organisational level included communication problems and the inappropriateness 
of accepted practical routines to deal with these more complex situations A understanding of 
the actual challenges and factors operating within these types of environments will inform 
leadership theory and frameworks to guide the development of leaders to work effectively 
within complex work environments. 
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An exploratory study was initiated with the aim to build a basis for future research into the 
complex leadership challenges faced by leaders in the public sector and what specific skills 
and practices they need to develop to deal with these challenges. In depth semi structured 
interviews of one to two hours were conducted with 15 senior managers from two 
government departments in Queensland. The questions in the interview focused on these 
managers providing specific examples of projects or situations to describe the challenges they 
face in their work environment and the factors that facilitated and inhibited them in dealing 
with these challenges. They were also asked to describe what actions and behaviours they 
engaged in to deal with the challenges.  
 
Leadership challenges  
The following themes emerged from the initial analysis of the interview transcripts coded 
according to ‘descriptive codes’ based on the interview questions (Miles and Huberman 
1994).  The challenges and inhibiting factors these leaders face centre around: 
 the need to respond swiftly and efficiently to multiple internal and external 
stakeholders within a system characterised by inflexible, conflicting policies and 
large amount of documentation.  
 operating across several agencies or departments and a wide diversity of projects 
often state wide which presents geographical and logistic challenges.  
 consistent changes to policy and restructuring with limited consultation driven by 
government promises to voters.  
 limited access to resources such as funding and skilled labour, a transient workforce 
and pressure to engage in strong performance management despite redundant 
performance measures, unwillingness of the organisation to act decisively on non 
performance and toleration for senior staff overriding policy and standards.  
 
These themes are similar to the sources of pressure on public sector managers identified by 
Head (2010, 9) who describes public management as “characterized by complexity, 
uncertainty, information overload, multiple and conflicting goals, and diverse expectations by 
political superiors, the media and external stakeholders.” In response to this complex 
organisational environment, Jackson (2008) maintains that leadership needs to abandon 
mechanism and determinism and learn to appreciate and cope with relationships, 
unpredictability and dynamism.  
 
Leadership practices  
In this exploratory study leaders identified specific leadership behaviours and practices 
(highlighted in italics) that they engaged in to deal with these challenges. These revolve 
around: 
Providing a context and an understanding for their staff of ‘why we are here and what is our 
purpose’ as a department.  
Developing a common sense of unifying identity within their department linked to this 
purpose. For example, ‘We are here to save lives.’ 
There was a sense that these behaviours were aimed at what Tichy and Bennis (2007) 
describe as cutting through complexity to get to the core issues and creating a context and a 
sense of shared language.  
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This common sense of purpose seemed to provide a point of reference for both the leader and 
staff as they navigated through the layers of complexity that characterised many of the 
problems they were addressing. Boal and Shultz (2007) suggest that at a strategic level 
leaders play an active role in advancing a vision and instilling meaning in followers for the 
roles they play in achieving the vision. The unifying identity seemed to guide the behaviours 
and inform the decisions both the leader and staff engage in to achieve their purpose. It also 
mobilised them to challenge the bureaucracy that threatened to derail their efforts to achieve 
their purpose. Head (2010,9) argues for the importance of the development of “steering” 
strategies within the public sector that analyse thoroughly the actual nature of complex 
problems and major challenges; set collective goals and determine with the help of experts 
and diverse stakeholders, the policy governance arrangements that are most appropriate for 
addressing complex issues in the long-term.     
 
Encouraging informal leadership to emerge amongst lower levels of staff to facilitate the 
generation of new ideas and innovative solutions to complex problems. 
Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009, 633) propose that bureaucracies such as those prevalent in the 
public sector have both informal and formal leadership and that is it the informal leadership 
“that represents the emergent, informal adaptive actions of interacting individuals and 
groups”.  While the formal or administrative leadership maintains the status quo and upholds 
the current systems and processes, leaders need to engage in enabling leadership to allow 
informal or adaptive leadership to take place that generates the innovation and creativity 
needed for an organisation to renew itself and to stay responsive within an ever changing 
environment. Adaptive leadership lies in the interactions and meeting of minds that takes 
place between employees. It is the role of enabling leadership to create an environment that 
encourages these conversations and allows for diversity of opinion to emerge. Enabling 
leadership allows the organisation to achieve what Delahaye (2005) terms a state of bounded 
instability that acknowledges the role of both conformity and creativity for the current and 
future viability of an organisation.  Uhl-Bien et al (2007) identify two key roles of enabling 
leadership; (1) fostering enabling conditions to catalyse adaptive leadership and (2) managing 
the interface between the administrative and adaptive processes in the organisation. These 
roles of leadership were evident in two further leadership practices to emerge in this 
exploratory study:  
Engaging in ongoing conversations with key stakeholders (both internal and external) to 
understand their needs and to involve them in generating solutions.  
Investing in solutions across operational portfolios and agencies and also with other public 
sector departments by sharing resources, knowledge and skills through internal and external 
networks.  
Leadership is about creating linkages and conversations and opening up discussions for all 
interested parties to have an input (distributed intelligence) (Uhl-Bien et al 2007; Snowden 
and Boone 2007). Head 2010 maintains that leaders need to build up relationships across the 
public, private and non-profit sectors and leverage these relationships to build networks of 
mutual benefit.  
 
Emerging is a sense that leadership in complex work environments is not about controlling or 
mandating action but about engaging in conversation, building relationships, empowering 
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staff to engage in innovative ways to solve complex problems and providing a strong sense of 
purpose and identity to guide behaviour and decisions to overcome being overwhelmed by 
the sheer volume of demands in a unpredictable and often unsupportive environment.  
Moving on from this exploratory research, what does a more comprehensive research study 
need to focus on? While the description of the challenges that these leaders in the public 
sector face came as no surprise to the researchers, what was interesting was the actual 
leadership practices they engage in to navigate through the more complex organisational 
landscape they face, the questions this raises around the core competencies leaders need to 
develop and as such the direction that leadership development should take. As Snowden and 
Boone (2007, 8) point out, “in the face of greater complexity today ... intuition, intellect and 
charisma are no longer enough. Leaders need the tools and approaches to guide their firms 
through less familiar waters.” Researchers (see Pedersen and Hartley, 2008; Head 2010; 
Ahmad and Broussine 2008;Turner, 2007/2008, Holliday, Statler and Flanders, 2007) suggest 
that leaders need to be able to decode, challenge and develop varied sets of values and goals, 
work with varied rationales for action, to inquire, to network and build connections, harness 
insight  and negotiate with different stakeholders, to develop skills in self critical reflection to 
the make the emotional and conceptual shifts to deal with the loss of personal agency and to 
develop practical wisdom to integrate ethics and effectiveness in a complex and uncertain 
domain. The question for further research is what specific competencies underpin the 
leadership practices used by leaders to deal with complexity? Exposure to senior leaders; 
action learning; cross-training assignments; after-action reports and case-studies, serious play 
and engaging in collaborative learning spaces and conversations are some of the learning 
strategies put forward to facilitate the development of these skills (Turner, 2007/2008; 
Holliday et al 2007; Yorks and Nicolaides 2006).  
 
Further development of this paper for discussion at the conference will include more detailed 
and additional findings from further analysis of the results from the exploratory study. 
Directions for future research will be proposed into (i) the leadership practices that emerged 
from the exploratory study across both the public and private sector, (ii) the identification of 
the leadership competencies which could underpin these practices and (iii) the focus and 
learning strategies which could form part of future leadership development programmes.   
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